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Most managers cite 
performance reviews as their 
least favourite activity, next to 
firing staff. Not only is it time-
consuming, bur it can also be 
an emotional confrontation, 
which leaves both parties 
upset, dissatisfied, and bitter. 
It takes courage to tell the truth 
about a report's capabilities, 
performance, and attitude. To 
tell the truth in a way that 
increases mutual 
understanding, respect, and 
commitment takes more than 
courage — it takes the correct 
behaviours and a few tools. 
Let's look at how this can occur. 
Francine has been running the 
division for three years. Alex is 
one of her top sales people but 
lately his numbers have 
dropped off, his attitude seems 
poor, and a key account asked 
if he was still with the company 
since he hadn't been heard 
from recently. 
Francine suspects Alex is 
focused on some outside 
activity, maybe a job hunt, but 
she won't bring it up. She's 
afraid Alex would see her 
questions as threatening. 
Still, the group’s numbers are 
suffering as a result, and 
Francine keeps asking others 
to pull more weight. This is 
making those people resent 

Alex more and more, even as 
Francine is losing credibility in 
their eyes for not confronting 
Alex directly. 
When Francine finally meets 
with Alex, she asks him how he 
is doing. "Everything is fine," 
Alex answers, "but the 
economy is making sales really 
tough." Francine thinks to 
herself, is it the economy's fault 
that you haven't contacted the 
Acme account recently? But 
instead of asking that question, 
she steers the conversation 
toward a pep talk. 
"We all have to pull a bit more 
weight until things turn up," she 
suggests. "Is there anything 
you think you can do to 
generate better numbers?" As 
soon as she says this, she 
sees Alex’s pride is hurt. 
Because of an account he lost 
unexpectedly last year, his 
bonus was much less than he'd 
hoped. Now he's being asked 
to do more yet again with no 
assurance of a return. No 
wonder he's been listening to 
what friends in other 
companies have to say about 
other positions. Still, he doesn't 
mention that lingering 
bitterness, but nods and 
agrees to work harder. 'All 
right," Francine says, "let's get 
this performance review over 
with so we can get back to 
business. Just sign off here." 
Francine and Alex then turn to 
a list of behavioural statements 
and discuss them each in turn. 
Many are not specifically 
related to Alex’s job, and even 
those that are seem too 
general to generate any 

meaningful discussion. Nothing 
pertains to the problems Alex is 
currently having. Both parties 
superficially read them and 
check off the list, marking 
many N/As. Francine gives 
Alex a passing grade, based 
more on his reputation as a top 
performer than his actual 
conduct, successfully avoiding 
telling the truth and the conflict 
that could have created. 
Francine feels she has failed 
as a manager, but doesn't 
know what she could have 
done differently. She did not 
want to be confrontational with 
a key employee; but she also 
feels constrained by a process 
which did nothing for her. 
Part of Francine's problem is 
that she is evaluating Alex by 
an indirect set of 
measurements. First, she is 
looking at his performance in 
terms of how it measures up 
against the business 
objectives. Alex’s inability to hit 
the numbers, however, is a 
result of his behaviour, not a 
cause of it. Talking about the 
results only touches on the 
behaviours, and not in a way 
that generates understanding 
and new solutions. The other 
part of Francine's problem is 
that the performance appraisal 
form is not a concrete definition 
of what Alex needs to do to be 
successful in his job. 
When the performance 
appraisal is based on an 
accurate job profile, it allows 
the manager to:  
• develop a vocabulary for 
discussing the nature of top 
performance and job success; 
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• enhance cooperation and 
communication with the 
employee;  
• provide clarity around the 
crucial aspects of performance 
improvement;  
• outline pathways for career 
development; and  
• promote commitment and 
retention. 
Imagine if Francine had before 
her a list of all the behaviours 
Alex needed in order to be 
successful. Furthermore, a 
good performance appraisal 
form would note that it is not 
enough for a behaviour to be 
demonstrated once, but rather 
consistently. Francine and Alex 
could then have a discussion 
about actual occasions when 
those behaviours were 
demonstrated or nor, and why. 
Out of that discussion some 
deeper truths could emerge 
since the focus on job 
behaviours depersonalizes the 
assessment- No longer is it a 
matter of what Alex is doing 
outside the job or his attitude at 
work-Instead, Alex and 
Francine could discuss what 
Alex is doing in his job, and 
how consistently he is doing it. 
An accurate performance 
appraisal reaps benefits long 
after the event itself. Because 
Francine and Alex have had a 
meaningful discussion about 
the nature of top performance, 
that understanding becomes a 
reference point for all future 
performance conversations.  
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